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Answers 

Covid-19 and the gender pay gap 
Jon Guest 

This resource provides answers to the questions posed in the Fiscal Policy column, in the 
April 2021 issue of ECONOMIC REVIEW. 

Question 1 
Explain the difference between equal pay and the gender wage gap. 

The gender pay gap is usually calculated as the difference between the gross average hourly earnings 
(excluding overtime) of men and women. The gap is typically presented as a percentage of men’s 
earnings. Using mean values for full-time employees shows that the figure has fallen from just under 
37% in 1970 to just over 13% in 2019. The Office for National Statistics has recently created a Gender 
Pay Gap Explorer. This is an online tool where you can search for the gender pay gap for different 
occupations. 

Equal pay refers to situations where men and women receive the same rates of pay for doing exactly 
the same job. Paying men and women different rates for doing the same job is illegal under the 2010 
Equality Act. It is possible to have equal pay but still have a large gender gap if women are more likely 
to work in lower paid jobs. 

Question 2 
Provide at least three possible reasons for the gender pay gap. 

• The existence of occupational segregation. Women are far more likely to work in poorly paid 
occupations. 

• Women tend to be less geographically mobile. If social norms are such that the man’s job is 
seen as somehow more ‘important’ than the woman’s, then a couple will often move for the 
man to get promotion. The woman, however, will have to settle for whatever job she can get in 
the same locality as her partner. A study by the Institute of Fiscal Studies found that women 
tend to work in less productive firms and this was potentially because of their lack of 
geographical mobility caused by childcare responsibilities. 

• Many women take career breaks to have children. For this reason, employers are sometimes 
more willing to invest money in training men (thereby increasing their marginal productivity) 
and more willing to promote men. A study by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) estimated 
that for every year a woman takes away from work her earnings fall by 2% below those who 
remain in work. 

• A smaller proportion of women workers are members of unions than men. Even when they are 
members of unions, these are often in jobs where unions are weak (e.g. clothing industry 
workers and shop assistants). 


